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Costa Rican officials are taking a cautious approach in the issuance of licenses for open-pit goldmining operations near the Nicaraguan border. Opposition from environmental groups is putting
pressure on the government to reconcile its environmental policy with the need to promote foreign
investment and job growth. Among the foreign companies interested in gold mining in the northern
area of Alajuela province are three Canadian firms: Barrick International, Placer Dome, and
Rayrock. Rayrock has been mining in Costa Rica for 10 years.
However, opposition to new mining operations has stiffened in the last two years. In September
1994, the Costa Rican Ecological Association (AECO), the Costa Rican Nature Federation's National
Environment Defense Network, and several smaller environmental groups joined forces to oppose
Stone Forestal, a subsidiary of the US-based paper manufacturer Stone Container Corp. They
succeeded in convincing Stone Forestal to move a wood-chip facility that it had planned to build
on the Golfo Dulce in the southwest near the Panamanian border to a former banana plantation
farther inland. The victory appears to have encouraged environmentalists to take on the mining
companies. In April of this year, the likelihood that the government might soon grant gold-mining
concessions prompted the same alliance, joined by Greenpeace, to call for an end to all mining in
the Golfo Dulce area and to demand that the government set up a permanent committee to assess
environmental damage from mining.
The most controversial mining concession now pending is one being sought by Placer Dome. The
company has a license to explore for gold on 30,000 hectares near the mouth of the San Carlos River
on the Nicaraguan border. Placer Dome is concentrating its efforts on about 800 ha. that it bought
and where it expects to place the mine once it signs a contract with the government for exploitation
rights. In April, Placer Dome announced that it had found gold- bearing ore of commercial quality.
Carl Gadnier, president of Placer Dome of Costa Rica, estimated the gold reserves in the area it has
been exploring at about two million ounces. This is equivalent to the company's entire worldwide
gold production in 1995. According to company figures, Placer Dome has already invested between
US$5 million and US$6 million in exploratory extraction of rock samples and will eventually spend a
total of about US$50 million in exploration. The mine would cost another US$300 to US$500 million.
Based on its find, Placer Dome is currently doing a mining-feasibility study that should be
completed in a few months. By then, it wants to have a signed contract with the government.
However, the Ministry of Environment and Energy (MINAE) has not agreed on contract terms after
more than a year of negotiations with the company, in part because of increasing opposition from
environmental organizations. In early May, several Costa Rican groups that opposed the Rayrock
and Placer Dome projects organized the National Front Against Open-Pit Gold Mining. The Front is
led by the Costa Rican Environmental Association (AECO) and includes student organizations and
human rights groups. The central objection of the environmentalists is that cyanide and mercury,
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used to separate out the gold ore, may escape into the environment contaminating the San Juan
and San Carlos rivers as well as aquifers in the area. Placer Dome has said it will not use mercury
in its operations. But opponents charge that the company has experienced cyanide leakage and
explosions in its mines in the US state of Montana and in Papua, New Guinea, a charge that the
company denies.
Opponents also say that the open-pit system will create a massive excavation that will cause loss of
topsoil, erosion, deforestation, silting of rivers, and other serious environmental damage. They point
to Miramar de Montes de Oro, where Rayrock has a concession to dig out an open-pit mine. "In this
mine, Rayrock will use 5,000 cubic meters of water daily, will remove 4,000 cubic meters of material
daily, and will construct one cyanide-treatment pond with a capacity of two million cubic meters
and another of 1.3 million," said Freddy Vargas of the AECO. Vargas said that the area where Placer
Dome proposes to put its mine located along the San Carlos River sits smack within "the principal
lowland tropical rain forests that remain on the Atlantic coast of Central America."
Vargas notes that the proposed Placer Dome mine would cover 22,672 ha. and would jut into the
International System of Protected Areas for Peace (SIAPAZ), a binational preserve protected by a
treaty between Costa Rica and Nicaragua. Besides the obstacle presented by the treaty, a mining
concession in this region may run into Costa Rican legal problems. For example, Article 8 of the
mining code prohibits exploitation in areas declared as national parks or biological preserves. The
AECO also challenged the company's arguments that mining would bring an economic boost to the
country. Though the terms of the proposed contract are not available, some critics charge that the
government is prepared to exempt Placer Dome from taxation on the importation of its equipment
and that the company would pay the government royalties of only 2% of the value of the gold
extracted.
Pro-mining exponents claim that Placer Dome and other companies will create hundreds of new
jobs. Placer Dome, for example, said it will create 500 new jobs in its operations and another
1,000 indirectly related jobs. "It's very beneficial for Costa Rica to have a company like Placer
Dome...because a great deal of employment will be generated and new technology transferred,"
said Felipe Ruiz, director of international relations for Placer Dome. Nevertheless, opponents argue
that many jobs will be taken by technicians brought in from abroad. In addition, they say that
mining is a relatively short-term operation that will leave few permanent benefits to balance off the
environmental and economic dislocations it causes.
In fact, Vargas and others argue that mining operations would stunt economic development in
the region. Still, in Las Crucitas, where the Placer Dome mine would be located, local opinion is
divided. Some residents told the daily newspaper La Nacion that the promise of jobs outweighed
the environmental considerations. "I know that this is going to bring us more damage than benefits,
especially when it comes to the use of water," said a Placer Dome employee. "But what are we
supposed to do when we have always been abandoned by the government, and then finally
someone comes along and offers us help?" Still, other local residents have organized to oppose the
project. A group called the Committee Against Mining issued a press release that said, "From this
land, mistreated and wounded by irrational policies, we inform the government that we have much
better and more lasting alternatives than those that these companies have offered."
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Across the border, mayors in the Nicaraguan communities of El Castillo and San Carlos have all
opposed the mining concessions. A binational anti-mining front is reportedly being set up on
both sides of the border. In response to the assault by environmentalists, Placer Dome officials say
that there would be no ecological danger and that the company intends voluntarily to apply the
strict Canadian environmental laws in its Costa Rican operations. "There is no reason for fear,"
said Gadnier. "We have obeyed all the laws of Costa Rica and our record of responsibility to the
environment and the community shows that." International relations director Ruiz admitted,
however, that while the company does not cut corners in making environmental impact studies or
in accident prevention, "mining is not free of the risk of accidents that can cause damage to people,
to the environment, and to installations, the consequences of which represent a serious threat to the
future of the business."
Still, Gadnier played down the cyanide threat, saying that even if it spilled, the substance does
not linger long in the environment. Furthermore, cyanide spills are caused by mishandling, which
does not happen often, he said. He noted that a Placer Dome mine in Venezuela has completed
one million hours of operations without a mishap of any kind. Besides, a thick layer of concrete will
prevent any cyanide solution from escaping from the holding ponds into the surrounding soil, he
said. The company has tried to reassure the environmentalists that the massive pit will not be left
when mining operations cease. It has announced that it will establish tree nurseries and reforest the
area once the mine is closed.
Despite the reassurances, biologist Gabriel Rivas said, "From the technical point of view, the issue
of environmental impact has not been resolved." He warned of possible cyanide damage to the
livestock, fishing, and eco tourism industries. Besides the issues of environment and new jobs,
Placer Dome and other Canadian operations have become part of the larger issue of Canadian-Costa
Rican economic relations. Canadian Ambassador to Costa Rica Dan Goodleaf has defended the
mining companies and urged Costa Rica to rapidly sign a contract with Placer Dome. This would
"send the right signal" to prospective foreign investors, he said. "Canadian investors are knocking
on the door and asking, 'Are you open for business?'" said Goodleaf.
Goodleaf also said the Placer Dome concession could usher in an era of increased bilateral trade
between Canada and Costa Rica at a time when Canada is seeking to broaden its economic relations
with Central America (see other article in this edition of EcoCentral). It would also improve Costa
Rica's chances of entry into the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). However,
some opponents see such remarks as a pressure tactic to force President Jose Maria Figueres's
administration to grant the exploitation contract or risk losing trade and investment advantages.
Meanwhile, opinion within the administration is divided on the gold-mining issue and no firm
policy has emerged.
While the administration officially follows a policy of environmentally friendly economic
development and the protection of its many national parks and nature preserves, Figueres is on
record as favoring the promotion of gold mining. Carlos Manuel Rodriguez, assistant director of
the government's conservation agency (Sistema Nacional de Areas de Conservacion, SINAC), has
expressed serious doubts about gold mining. "I don't think it's a good idea for the country," he said.
"The project has several very harmful elements, such as the displacing of people to urban areas."
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For similar reasons, the World Bank is not enthusiastic about these mining projects. The Bank's
position is that large-scale mining can create a conflict with economic activities already established
in the area. Moreover, migration of workers into the mining zones can strain local public services
and cause "economic, social, and cultural conflicts" with local populations, or even displace them
altogether.
Furthermore, a government environmental report raised warning flags concerning the mining
activities in the northern zone that echoed the views of nongovernmental environmentalist
organizations."The area where mining exploitation would take place runs along a border zone
of enormous ecological value that is protected by various agreements, notably the International
System of Protected Areas for Peace (SIAPAZ), which is of the highest priority for Costa Rica and
Nicaragua," said the report. Walter Robinson, in charge of MINAE's division of hydrocarbons,
geology, and mines, said that the opinion of his office was that concessions should be granted,
though only if the mining companies observe the highest environmental protection standards.
"Having a mining company act differently in...Canada or the US than it does here is not acceptable,"
said Robinson. "We want the standards they use here to be the same ones they use in those
countries."
As the debate goes on, the official position on the mining contract negotiations is that no decision
has been made. MINAE Minister Rene Castro Salazar said there was as yet no government
decision for or against signing a contract with Placer Dome. The permission the company has is
for explorations, not for mining gold, he said. The government is not rushing into any concession
that would "compromise the future of the country." Furthermore, before any contract is signed,
there will be a rigorous study of its economic feasibility and its environmental impact. "Costa
Ricans may rest assured that no decision will be made without a serious and detailed study and
without listening to their opinions," said Castro. "We will authorize the exploitation of gold only if
the benefits greatly outweigh the costs." Robinson has said that, before any decision is made, the
president will submit the project to the communities in the mining areas. "This is going to put the
idea of sustainable development to the test," said Robinson. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 04/03/96;
El Pais, 04/16/96; Tico Times, 11/17/95, 04/19/96; La Nacion, 02/26/96, 04/16/96, 04/19/96, 04/28/96;
Tropical Conservation News Bureau, 11/03/95, 05/03/96; Agence France-Presse, 05/08/96)
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